
RALPH KELTNER JR.
Johnston and Manchester construction residencies, 1964-69
Building roadways 50 years ago was vastly different than our modern methods. Funding
for the system was approved in late 1956 and grading in Iowa began in the spring of
1957. Here are the recollections of  former DOT employee, Ralph Keltner, who worked
on Interstate 35.

The Interstate at 50

Traveling office
I worked for the Johnston residency that sat at the northwest corner of Merle Hay Road and NW 62nd Ave.

The Johnston office was the traveling office of the DOT at that time and was originally started in Grinnell, then
it was the freeway office for a while then back to Grinnell, and finally to Johnston. I worked for them from the
end of 1964 to 1968 and then in Manchester until 1969 when the office was shut down because I-80 was done.
We also raised all the roads for Red Rock Reservoir around Carlisle and Hartford. I believe that’s Iowa 5.

We ran four- to six-man survey crews and probably 25 inspectors. John Pearson was our resident construc-
tion engineer. He expected a lot out of us, but took care of us, too. We were paid better than the people in the
permanent offices.

Staking a mile a day
We were expected to stake a mile of paving a day. We had a crew behind us shooting elevations and grades.

These were the days where forms were used to lay pavement. As a rule they could get 4,500 feet per day. Several
times they went over 5,000 feet in a day. Slipform pavers were still in their infancy and didn’t work very well.

Blood, sweat and tears
The crew I worked on was a rough bunch. We had several things happen. One guy almost got his knee cap

cut off with a brush hook a mile east of the Waukee interchange. We used to drive right-of-way rails in the
winter with a sledge hammer. Sometimes the top of the rail would break in the severe cold and would hit some-
body. We would wait to see who started bleeding first and head to the doctor.

Random happenings
Part of the ramps on the Van Meter interchange had to be excavated out with dynamite. There were several

times the sheriff would escort us because irate landowners threatened us.
At the Atlantic interchange one of the rodmen fell asleep in a culvert. We accidentally left him there when

we went back to Johnston.
The paving program was like a traveling carnival. There were two or three mixers running down each side

of each lane and 60 trucks dry-batching the mixers, with water trucks there also to start the mixing process.
The area around the Redfield interchange had to be redone because of bad soil conditions.

Was it worthwhile?
I-80 was done in segments of approximately 15 miles with gaps because of the detours on U.S. 6. The

detours were supposed to soften the economic blow to all the small towns along the route. We would leap frog
back and forth across the state filling the gaps. In the final days when we completed the last link of I-80, there
were very few cars on the interstate. All the traffic was still on old U.S. 6.
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